Nucleic acid amplification tests for the diagnosis of pneumonia.
Molecular diagnostic techniques, such as polymerase chain reaction (PCR), are promising tools for the rapid etiological diagnosis of pneumonia. PCR offers potential advantages over conventional tests for the detection of Mycoplasma pneumoniae, Legionella species, and Chlamydia pneumoniae. For pneumococcal pneumonia in adults, PCR adds little to existing diagnostic tests and is unable to distinguish pneumococcal colonization from infection when testing respiratory samples. Although PCR is probably more sensitive than are conventional microscopy-based methods for diagnosing Pneumocystis carinii pneumonia, the specificity is uncertain, because P. carinii can occasionally be detected in the absence of clinical symptoms. PCR is useful for the diagnosis of viral pneumonia in immunocompromised patients. Further work is required to better characterize the role of PCR versus the role of other tests for diagnosing pneumonia and to develop standard PCR assays that can be readily adopted by routine diagnostic laboratories.